In this multi-topic interview, Professor Eugene Matusov from the School of Education at the University of Delaware discusses the desirability and necessity for a psychological and educational shift from knowledge, ability, and skill to dialogically and a democratically understood notion of authorial agency. In this discussion, Professor Matusov tells about his own transition from his interest in Vygotsky to Bakhtin, discusses conceptual and ethical tensions among these scholars, and how his pedagogical practice informs his educational research. Professor Matusov provides a somewhat optimistic view on the transition of our society from knowledge-based to agency-based and discusses the role of education in this transformation. The interview was audio recorded and transcribed following closely the discussion. We tried to preserve both orality and the Russian and Serbian accents of the participants without sacrificing the readability of the text.
Ana Marjanovic-Shane: …It should not objectivize?
Eugene Matusov: It should not objectivize and it should be asking people what they think about any observation that was done, not for the purpose of verification and checking with them whether is it right or wrong. Of course, it can still serve that purpose as well, but that was not the primary reason that I was interested and excited about that. The primary reason I was excited with it was the idea to share with the people what you observe about them.
That the people know what other people think about them or even what people have noticed about them, so they can reply, change, transcend -and do something about it, whatever they want to do.
Ana Marjanovic-Shane: So the humanistic part?
Eugene Matusov: It's the humanistic part that I really like. Ah, actually I put it together with pedagogy because after graduation of my college I didn't go into computer science, which was my major, but became a physics schoolteacher. My teaching then and, it's probably now, was very... I would say, looking back, uneven. Partly because at that time, I really didn't know much about pedagogy -what good teaching is, -which probably was good because I would have studied traditional pedagogy to learn about it. Although, traditional pedagogy had interesting sides as well, especially when it is contextualized into a subject area and so on. But anyway, I struggled as a young unexperienced and pedagogically ignorant teacher. One thing I remember that was interesting for me, one struggle was how to engage students in physics, the subject I taught in school. How can a teacher genuinely engage students in learning physics, especially those students who might be not very interested in that? How can a teacher make all students interested and passionate? Then I believed that it is possible, if a teacher finds the right pedagogical tricks. I invited my physics schoolteacher, my former high schoolteacher, to the classes I taught, and I was observing how he made his teaching magic, getting almost all students involved, this was at least how it felt at time. And again, some students hated him for crushing their ideas --but! They might hate him, but they were definitely engaged in physics. At that time, I thought his magic was about asking students good questions.
So, I tried to write down all his questions, and I used these questions again in my other classes but nothing good happened. I also noted that sometimes I was successful … and I tried to remember what I did... aha!...
Ana Marjanovic-Shane:
…This was also what I have done, all the time.
Eugene Matusov: Exactly. Well, sometimes I had parallel classes in the same grade, teaching different students the same topics. So, if I got something pedagogically successful, I was just thinking, "In an hour or two I will apply this to the next [group] .", "Best practice!" -ha, ha, ha! Except, it didn't work at all. And I thought, "What was the trick?!" I felt, on one hand, it was something systematic, my seasoned schoolteacher came and created this teaching magic in a predictable way; but, on the other hand, what is it about, why cannot it be repeated using word-byword, letter-by-letter?! If it was not about asking good questions, what was it? He came to my classes not knowing much about my students and his questions were about physics, but when I repeated them they did not work! Why? Also, I noticed that he never repeated his own questions. Something was always new, exciting, and fresh.
I was struggling back and forward with that puzzle when I was a schoolteacher. Later, I've recognized that solution of this puzzle was in Bakhtin, not in Vygotsky…. When I came to the US, again people were mostly interested in Vygotsky, not Bakhtin. There was some peripheral interest in Bakhtin. Like my PhD advisor, Barbara Rogoff, she was interested in Bakhtin, but not as her primary interest. My interest at that time was about the concept of interEurope's Journal of Psychology 2014, Vol. 10(1), 9-26 doi:10.5964/ejop.v10i1.762 subjectivity, which I didn't realize. Only later a colleague of mine, Tony Whitson helped me to realize that I was looking at the issue of intersubjectivity from a more Bakhtinian side, rather than from the mainstream.
Ana Marjanovic-Shane: How did you define intersubjectivity?
Eugene Matusov: Well, at the time when I was studying intersubjectivity, almost all people, whom I knew, defined intersubjectivity as something that people share. Something in common, something people have in common. I think, I always felt that this idea of sharing and having in common was actually, deep down, inhumane… Unethical.
Ana Marjanovic-Shane: Where does that come from?
Eugene Matusov: I don't know. I think that deep down, it is some kind of influence by Bakhtin. But, [it was very] deep down. Because, I realized that Bakhtin was anti-Hegelian, and I thought that this idea of common and sharedness is a very Hegelian idea. So I was rebelling against that. The main reason why I think intersubjectivity as having common subjectivity was inhumane was because, well if something is shared, why one person would need another? And even from Activity Theory… Ana Marjanovic-Shane: On the other hand, even Tomasello in his language theory, and even Holliday, almost everyone talks about shared attention on an object or event, and how language can develop only within that shared attention…. Eugene Matusov: Again, I feel this idea of sharedness is unethical because you don't need other people after you have an agreement with these people. Like why do we need people when you already got anything important from them? In this approach, you need them only to accomplish something together with them -something that you couldn't accomplish without them. This instrumental relationship with other people dominates traditional defining of the concept of intersubjectivity in psychology and education. When you reach an agreement with people or accomplish something together, you don't need them anymore. Traditionally, in psychology as well, education it looks like the main issue is how to get some things off other people, how to squeeze their subjectivity and then throw them away as useless pulp. You get all the juice out of them, then they are useless.
Ana Marjanovic-Shane: Well even Vygotsky's zone of proximal development is first interpersonal and then it becomes intrapersonal.
Eugene Matusov: Right, and then that's it, and other people are not needed anymore.
Ana Marjanovic-Shane: So, then you are self-sufficient. 
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Eugene Matusov: Exactly! And this is where I felt deeply that Bakhtin is taking a completely different stand on that. For Bakhtin, it's very essential that we will never understand each other, and that's good -it's not a bad thing --people will always have interest in each other, there will always be more and more… Human consciousnesses are essentially opaque to each other and cannot be fully transparent. Actually, agreement is an epiphenomenon -when people can temporarily disregard differences and opaqueness with each other for some practical purpose.
I was very much attracted to this Bakhtinian position and more and more away from Vygotsky's Activity Theory. schools, students make decisions about what to study, how, and whether to study it at all. Again, I was slowly coming to that through my own teaching while reading what has been done before me in that direction. I studied the existing democratic education practices and have realized that these terrific educators were not coming from a dialogic position either, they were coming from therapeutic or democratic citizenship positions. I also started investigating my pedagogical desires and I have discovered that many pedagogical desires were progressive in their nature, "How can I make students to want what I want them to want?" Michel Foucault would love that! I have come to a realization that I should legitimize and respect the students' disengagement, non-cooperation, and nonparticipation -i.e., their own pedagogical and non-pedagogical desires.
Ana Marjanovic-Shane: It's almost like there are two strands that are coming together for you -one from the dialogic position and another from the democratic traditions that uh...
Eugene Matusov: …But also, there is thinking about studying agency and conceptualizing agency! I also feltand not only me, a lot of people, I would say, talk about that in socio-cultural approach, coming from Vygotskian strand, and beyond Vygotsky, approaches that heavily include Vygotsky's perspectives, especially certain versions of them, --there is a sense that agency… first of all, it's needed. But at the same time, it's almost like the concept of agency has to be sacrificed to avoid individualism of traditional cognitive approaches.
Inuit jeweler said, "And that's my mission. Because our forefathers used everything that was available, and there's now so much available and it's our tradition to use that." In my view, this is an interesting thing about agency and history and tradition --they get in an interesting relationship. In my view, this is where the socio-cultural paradigm and approach continues in my notion of authorial agency. How a personal agency is shaped by history and culture through the given as the material for transcendence by a person. Culture and history do not determine authorial agency but shape it by constraining it with what is possible and impossible and giving the material for the personal agency to work with (i.e., transcend).
Ana Marjanovic-Shane: Uh huh. Yeah, because it's also mystifying, I mean the conservatism of the sociocultural approach is mystifying really the origins of anything. It often focuses on cultural reproduction and cultural socialization in the given culture. Sociocultural conservatism loses human agency and personal creativity. It's not human.
Eugene Matusov: Right. Well, it's always like culture, like everything before people... but again, I don't want to criticize sociocultural scholars too much -to whom I also think I belong. I think many, if not all, that I know, talk about this challenge in a sociocultural approach --a need to connect culture with the personal agency. But again, agency, unfortunately, was traditionally -at least from my understanding -was understood as "ability." And that is a decontextualized, universalized, individualistic ability -a traditional notion of agency. It is outside of sociocultural approach. The way some sociocultural scholars are often trying to resolve that is to make agency a social ability, like "asking for help", for example. But again, they didn't solve the problem of agency, in my view. Eugene Matusov: Well, it's very interesting to look at an issue of agency historically, from a historical perspective.
In my view, you don't need to develop authorial agency because we constantly demonstrate our authorial agency at a small or big scale. The presence of agency is not the issue, because we are full of authorial agency... And this is why I was justly criticized by my colleague Kathy Von Duyke: when I initially labeled my new approach "Education for Agency," she said, "So it's from nothing to agency?" and she was right about that. I accepted that criticism, so I added "from" agency as well. Authorial agency is always there. The issue is that actually, society was heavily interested… historically actually, for some time society was interested in suppressing authorial agency.
Educational philosopher Sasha Sidorkin writes about that in his last 2009 book, but he thinks that suppressing authorial agency is a good thing -as a part of education to reproduce culture. And the reason for that societal suppression -a little bit of authorial agency is fine, but not much, -is that the society is very much interested in pressing a little bit on gas but heavily on brake when it's concerned about authorial agency, so to speak. So it's uneven. Authorial agency of some, actually very few, people will be supported, but it's not so for many other people. The reason for that, basically, is that this kind of western civilization gets really... accelerated... or I don't know how to say, it almost is getting on the drugs of technology. Which means that the first machines were people.
So, the idea is to make people behave like machines. Very specialized machines, very complicated, even smart Interview with Eugene Matusov 24 machines can do. So, it seems to me that now we have reached a point where machines are becoming what people call "smart" machines. Machine-like human labor becomes devalued and outsourced from developed countries to China and India as cheap labor. The fact that we are calling machines "smart"... is freeing people back to agency. The agency-labor -design, creativity, innovation, practical wisdom, critical thinking, authorial judgment and leadership, responsible risk-taking, personal relations, caring, and so on --becomes more and more in demand and value in the new emerging agency-based economy. Before even reaching the destination of knowledge-based economy, we already start transforming from knowledge-based economy and society to agencybased economy and society.
Ana Marjanovic-Shane: Right, on the one hand, but on the other hand, it is also freeing people from income, because there are less and less jobs that are given to people to do, because machines can do it.
Eugene Matusov: I'm not an economist to talk about that this painful process but… Ana Marjanovic-Shane: …That's kind of like, sometimes I have fears that we are on a breaking point of the whole economy, how we live, or how the ability to be distributed… Eugene Matusov: …My suspicion, again, I'm not an economist, it's nice to check that with economists. It's actually interesting, the more and more people seem to get involved in economy on the globe... rather than less people involved... but I think you're right about... that the process is very painful. The process is painful for many different reasons. One reason it is painful is that schooling, and many other institutions and practices are trying to break human agency and creativity with all its neoliberal reforms focusing on standardization, accountability, testing, but at the same time, there seems to be growing demand for it.
Ana Marjanovic-Shane: It's a contradiction.
Eugene Matusov: It's a huge contradictory situation, that's one thing. I think that current neoliberal reforms are last kicks of dying horse. Very painful kicks, if not deadly at times, indeed. I hope they won't last long enough but it depends on our efforts as well. And all these contradictory transitions painfully disrupt people's way of being, for many people. There's a lot of exploitation going on, and uh, and it is still heavily based on the exploitation of the people -of each other. Plus, again, this trend, although it's there in my view, it's just beginning, but it's not there yet, so we cannot fully rely on an agency-based economy yet... This is my claim, that there is a growing new agency-based trend in economy, and not only in economy -it's bigger than an economy. We are shifting from the knowledge-based and skill-based society to an agency-based society -post-knowledge [society] . And a lot of people right now think that it's fashionable to talk about a knowledge-based society as a new thing. But, them in a critical manner. Here you see the shift to authorial agency. Becoming smart used to be associated with becoming knowledgeable -now, being smart is associated with creative and critical authorship. I heard that knowing about how to take care of a plant was considered to be smart. thorial agency in the name of knowledge and skills -i.e., production of machine-like people. Definitely, we should move away from that. What a waste of humanity! People are people, full of authorial agency -they are not standard predictable machines, and we, educators, should not try to make them as such.
Ana Marjanovic-Shane: I have many more questions to ask about your vision of education and schooling in agency-based society, about painful transitions, agency-based teaching, critical dialogue, and so on but our interview time is, unfortunately, up.
Eugene Matusov: Thanks a lot, Ana, Vlad, and Europe's Journal of Psychology for giving me this opportunity! I have learned from your questions a lot. I have also many questions as well about agency-based schooling and agency-based research -I hope to discuss in my upcoming book on DDEFFAA. I'm also interested what readers think….
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